[image: image1.png]


`1



September 21, 2005
For Immediate Release

Contact:  Donna Disch







503) 373-1540, ext.275

(503) 945-0329, pager
Hurricane Katrina: Conversation with an Oregon Firefighter

Interview with Hillsboro Firefighter Scott Stutzman

Houston, Texas – Area Field Office (AFO)

Date:  09.13.05

Time: 3:15 pm

Where are you located? I am located at the Command Center in Houston, Texas located within the Disaster Recovery Center

We are serving as community relations liaisons.  Our primary job is to distribute information and flyers to assist people who qualify for Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) benefits.  We are re-writing the book for disaster relations; we have some team members who are walking the streets going door-to-door making sure all of the survivors in this area either have or will be registering for disaster relief benefits. We are going out and hitting the outlying areas surrounding Houston.  We have visited about 30 shelters set up to assist in relief efforts and we meet the immediate needs of the survivors.  Part of our job is to provide intelligence reports by going out and meeting with people directly.  

When we left Hillsboro, we went to Atlanta, Georgia first. We were arranged into a 100-person strike team of community relations personnel.  From there, we were assigned to our current location here at the Area Field Office or AFO in Houston, Texas.

The group of 100 in my strike team is a phenomenal group of people.  They consist of a mixed group of firefighters and retirees. Most of the retirees come from organizations or backgrounds with experience in working with the elderly or are former school teachers.  They are all FEMA temps, and in the event of a disaster, FEMA will call them up for deployment.  Some have experience from last year’s Hurricane Louise in Florida.  Most have community relations experience.  They come with a wide variety of skills.  Some are certified in first-aid, others have community relations skills, and others have technical skills such as computer experience.  We use these skills wherever we can.

Initially, when the group was put together, we set out to take an inventory of the skill sets of each group.  Now, as assignments come in, we refer to our lists and draw from them.  Sometimes our members may have skills needed by another organization as well. 

What is your position?  I am the Operations Planning Chief

What are the living conditions currently like?

· For You? We’re currently staying in motels on the west side of the downtown periphery of Houston near the area where our command center is located

· For the Survivors? Survivors in the shelters have told us that the people of Houston have done a wonderful job of making the survivors feel at home and welcome additions to their city.  
What types of shifts are you working? Right now, we are putting in 12-hour shifts although some are putting in 16 hours a day.

Do you have any free time? Yes, we spend it eating dinner and getting some sleep.  We’re really here to supply a support function for these people.

Is there enough relief help? It’s hard to tell from such an internal perspective; I am in a large city, working in a community relations area.

What can those back here in Oregon do to participate? For Katrina victims, the most important thing you can do is to keep them in your thoughts and prayers.  Remember, these people are just like you and me.  They are just ordinary citizens and they need to know they aren’t forgotten.

Should Oregonians be looking to find a way to come down and help out? They should contact either their local emergency manager, or log onto a website, such as FEMA, for volunteer information.  This should get them started in the right direction.  People’s hearts are big; the important thing is to get volunteers into a system where there is some accountability.  It’s rewarding to see people be able to help a displaced person or family.  When we came down here, we came down with open minds willing to do whatever was needed, no matter how small or big that may be.

To quote another Hillsboro firefighter, Ted (Whiteman), “If I make a difference with just one person, that’s a successful day.  To this point our outreach has touched tens of thousands of lives.”
How does all of this make you feel in consideration of Oregon’s readiness? The City of Hillsboro Emergency Manager, Sharon Kennedy, has developed disaster plans and has trained over 600 people for Community Emergency Response Teams (CERT)
.  I’ve taught CERT classes and have a whole new appreciation for her work.  Now I have some personal experience and a new perspective to share.  It’s far different to think about what it might be like than to actually be in it.  In the future, when I help with CERT classes I will emphasize how valuable this experience has been.  

What steps should citizens be taking to best prepare for a possible disaster? Take a CERT class!  This is a great local asset in Hillsboro.  The purpose of CERT is to organize a neighborhood and be ready to survive the first 72 hours on your own before help arrives. Get involved in your community.  

What would you recommend for families in preparing for disasters?  Through the Hillsboro Emergency Management Office people can get information and checklists on preparing for disasters.  From this experience, I think people really need to assemble a 72 hour kit; this kit will provide a family with the supplies they will need if a large disaster were to hit.  Communities throughout Oregon have emergency managers and CERT training.

Are survivors continuing to gather with people they have some connection with?  Yes.

What kinds of connections do you see?  People are connecting with churches and other organizations they are most familiar with. 

Do you feel you are making your 95% registration goal for FEMA assistance? Yes, from the data we are getting, and we will continue to search for those who need to be found.

What obstacles are you facing in obtaining your goal? 

· Language barriers are being addressed.  We have people on our team who are bilingual; we have people who speak Vietnamese, Spanish, Russian and an array of other languages.  If we don’t have anyone available to meet a particular need, we pass the word on and find the help needed.  We have been getting special requests to meet with a group or organization and try to fill their needs such as simultaneous language translation at meetings.

· We are addressing disability issues as well.  Senior citizens with mobility issues or those who are in wheelchairs are being reached as we contact senior centers in our quest for contact and registration.

What is the attitude of the survivors, do you feel a sense of hope from them? Yes.  I see us making progress as people begin moving out of the shelters and start looking for housing.  We see definite progress.

Are survivors looking for work, or is it too early as yet? There are a lot of organizations working to help in this area.  There are places set up for those who are ready to look for employment, or to help them with job placement assistance.  We can help direct people to these resources, but our main function is to see if they qualify for benefits and help them register to receive them.

Have you crossed paths with any other Oregonians from other parts of the state? Yes, I have come across an Incident Commander from Crescent Lake who is working with FEMA.

Is there anything else you would like to tell us? I just want everyone to know how committed all of the members deployed from Hillsboro Fire are to help by doing whatever it takes.

###

 For more about Oregon’s firefighters working in relief efforts see: http://egov.oregon.gov/OOHS/SFM/
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